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Transformation of a country in terms of 
research, development, and innovation is 
a collective issue that demands the col-
laboration of scientists with all sectors 
of society. A driving force to achieve this 
goal can be exerted by scientists working 
through their learned societies to explain 
the importance of science to the general 
public and to government. In Spain, the 
establishment of the Confederation of 
Spanish Scientific Societies (COSCE; 
http://www.cosce.org) in 2004 provided 
the Spanish scientific community with a 
powerful platform from which to promote 
a knowledge-based society. COSCE 
brings together 60 Spanish scientific 
societies comprising more than 30,000 
scientists representing all scientific dis-
ciplines. This confederation has several 
major goals: to act as a qualified and 
unified interlocutor with civil society and 
with politicians on issues about science 
and to promote and dissemi-
nate scientific information as 
an essential and indispens-
able component of societal 
development and culture. This 
Commentary discusses the 
activities of COSCE over the 
past 5 years and the contri-
butions made and challenges 
faced in boosting science in 
Spain.
Science at the Forefront 
of Spanish Elections
In 2004, during the pre-elec-
tion campaign, a proposal 
for a National Agreement 
on Science was launched 
by the Spanish Society of 
Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology (SEBBM; http://www.sebbm.
bq.ub.es), with COSCE responsible for 
its implementation. With ample cover-
age of this proposal on TV and radio 
and extensive discussion in the news-
papers, scientific research was placed 
at the forefront of a Spanish electoral 
campaign for the first time. The goal 
of this National Agreement on Science 
was to reach a consensus among all 
political parties in the Spanish Parlia-
ment and to ensure their commitment 
to advancing scientific research and 
education in Spain.
The proposal highlighted certain 
deficiencies inherent in the Span-
ish system, in particular, insufficient 
investment in science and technology 
and an organizational structure that 
is too inflexible to meet the current 
needs of modern science. However, 
more importantly, the proposal also 
presented strategies to achieve a long-
term commitment to scientific research 
and education. These included restruc-
turing the science and technology sys-
tem in Spain to make it more competi-
tive and increasing funding for R&D in 
order to achieve the goals laid out by 
the European Union (EU) in the Lis-
bon and Barcelona summit meetings. 
The Socialist government elected in 
March 2004 embraced the spirit of the 
National Agreement on Science, and 
public funding for R&D almost doubled 
between 2004 and 2008. However, the 
government retained the traditional 
infrastructure with science remaining 
under the auspices of the Ministry of 
Education.
During Spain’s March 2008 electoral 
campaign, COSCE organized a public 
debate in which the five major national 
parties were invited to present their 
specific proposals for how 
they would improve R&D if 
they were elected (Figure 1). 
Representatives across the 
political spectrum expressed 
their commitment to support 
scientific research with the 
firm belief that the future of 
Spain depends on the country 
becoming a knowledge-based 
society. The national press 
reported the debate in detail. 
And the SEBBM magazine 
(http://www.sebbm.com), a 
free quarterly publication that 
addresses scientific issues 
for a very broad audience, 
devoted an entire issue to the 
debate entitled “Science in the 
electoral campaign.”
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By consolidating scientific societies into a confederation, Spanish scientists have developed a 
powerful platform from which to promote the importance of scientific research and science educa-
tion to both the general public and government.
Figure 1. Spanish Scientists Meet Society
The debate about science organized by COSCE in February 2008, prior to the 
Spanish national elections. Photo courtesy of COSCE.
794 Cell 137, May 29, 2009 ©2009 Elsevier Inc.
After the Socialist govern-
ment was re-elected in March 
2008, the new cabinet brought 
back the Ministry of Science 
and Innovation and appointed 
Cristina Garmendia, a molec-
ular biologist and biotech 
company executive, as minis-
ter. In her first public appear-
ance in the National Parlia-
ment, Garmendia announced 
her intention to promote the 
National Agreement on Sci-
ence. In February 2009, she 
prepared a Science Bill to be 
presented later to the Span-
ish Parliament that addressed 
many of the organizational 
changes sought by the scien-
tific community. COSCE has 
just completed an extensive 
study of this Bill and has pro-
posed several modifications, 
which have been sent to the 
Ministry for consideration. It 
is hoped that all political par-
ties will work together to pass 
this Bill into law.
Uniting with a Common Goal
Encouraging progress regarding the 
National Agreement on Science shows 
the value of all scientists uniting through 
a confederation of their learned societ-
ies and speaking with one voice. COSCE 
has instigated a number of initiatives 
that have informed the National Agree-
ment on Science. For example, in 2004, 
COSCE implemented a specific action 
called Crece (Grow), which led to the 
organization of five committees and 
the production of five key reports on all 
aspects of science in Spain. These com-
mittees comprise not only scientists but 
also representatives from the business 
sector, philanthropic foundations, and 
the media, who together analyze and 
make recommendations to boost the 
national system for science and technol-
ogy in Spain. The results of these analy-
ses (http://www.cosce.org/crece_ingles.
htm) provide clear and workable pro-
posals to reform the national system of 
science and technology to ensure that 
it becomes stable and independent, is 
socially committed and competitive, 
and forms the cornerstone of a knowl-
edge-based economy. The document 
was presented in June 2005 to the Vice 
President of the Spanish government, 
María Teresa Fernández de la Vega, and 
the Minister of Education and Science 
at that time, María Jesús San Segundo. 
This document has been used as a ref-
erence to draw up the Science Bill cur-
rently being prepared for Parliament.
The five reports of Crece are Struc-
tures and Instruments of Science Policy; 
Human Resources in Research; Science 
and Companies: Toward a Dynamic Eco-
system for Innovation; Spain in Europe; 
and Science and Society. The Structures 
and Instruments of Science Policy report 
highlights the need to increase govern-
ment funds for R&D and to simultane-
ously reorganize the research enterprise 
in Spain. In addition, the report pro-
poses organizational changes in public 
research institutions, particularly those 
of the Spanish Council for Scientific 
Research (CSIC), and public hospitals. 
It also proposes combining more effi-
ciently teaching and research at univer-
sities. Setting up large-scale facilities, 
improving relations between central and 
regional governments, and the estab-
lishment of a research funding and 
evaluation agency were other key points 
raised. One proposal put for-
ward by this report was real-
ized in March 2008 with the 
re-establishment of the Min-
istry of Science and Innova-
tion, including responsibility 
for universities. (However, a 
government restructure last 
month removed universities 
from the Ministry of Science 
and Innovation and put them 
back under the Ministry of 
Education, a decision that 
has led to unease in the sci-
entific community.)
The Human Resources 
report has drawn attention to 
the need to implement mea-
sures in the education sys-
tem that encourage younger 
generations to enter scien-
tific research and to intro-
duce changes in the career 
structure of researchers in 
Spain by facilitating mobil-
ity of scientists and promot-
ing excellence. The report 
Science and Companies: 
Toward a Dynamic Ecosystem for Inno-
vation identifies the need to establish a 
forum between the scientific community 
and companies to redefine the Spanish 
innovation model in order to increase 
the competitiveness of Spanish enter-
prises. The punchline of the report Spain 
in Europe is that Spain should endeavor 
to become a key player in developing 
firm R&D collaborations with other EU 
member states. In addition, national 
and regional R&D policies should be 
framed in the context of EU directives 
so that these policies can be strength-
ened, coordinated, and integrated. 
This document also explicitly supports 
the establishment of the European 
Research Council. Last, but not least, 
the Science and Society report under-
scores the need to improve the general 
public’s appreciation of science and to 
boost the presence of science in the 
mass media. The report also addresses 
the need to help women pursue com-
petitive research careers.
In 2007, COSCE compiled a follow-up 
analysis of the five reports to discover 
the degree to which the goals set out 
by each report had been achieved and 
to maintain pressure to ensure their 
Figure 2. Dinner and Discussions in Parliament
Scientists belonging to COSCE and members of the Spanish Parliament par-
ticipate in the Conoceros (Know each other) program. The scientists were 
hosted in the Parliament building in July 2007 by the Speaker of the Parlia-
ment, Manuel Marín. Photo courtesy of COSCE.
implementation. Most of the propos-
als described in these five reports are 
included in the new Science Bill.
Another COSCE measure has been to 
set up a committee of scientists with state 
administration experience to analyze the 
annual National Budget of the Spanish 
government and to quantify the amount 
of money allocated to R&D in real terms. 
These annual analyses are published on 
the COSCE website (http://www.cosce.
org) and in the journals of COSCE mem-
ber societies. This committee analyzed 
the R&D resources included in the 2006, 
2007, 2008, and 2009 annual National 
Budgets. The administration has begun 
to recognize the value of these analyses 
and is now assisting COSCE in this task 
by providing further information about 
budget allocation.
Getting to Know You
Another program developed by COSCE 
called Conoceros (Know each other), 
seeks to promote dialog between mem-
bers of the Spanish Parliament and the 
scientific community (Figure 2). The 
project, originally developed during the 
2004–2008 legislative period and still 
continuing, includes organized visits by 
members of Parliament to research cen-
ters throughout Spain. This initiative has 
given legislators, the majority of whom 
do not have a scientific or technical 
background, the opportunity to directly 
interact with scientists and to gain first-
hand experience of how science is done. 
This project also includes evening gath-
erings (4 or 5 per year) in which ~10 sci-
entists and ~20 members of Parliament 
are invited to have dinner together. These 
sessions include a short lecture given by 
a scientist on a hot scientific topic (e.g., 
breakthroughs in biomedical research, 
stem cells, climate change) followed by 
discussions over dinner. First with curi-
osity and then with a spirit of collabora-
tion, representatives from these two very 
different worlds have established a com-
mon space for debate and collabora-
tion. The mutual knowledge gained from 
these gatherings should be an asset dur-
ing the forthcoming deliberations about 
the Science Bill.
In 2008, COSCE launched a program 
called Enciende (Enlighten), which 
seeks to promote scientific education 
and activities in primary schools, with 
the goal of generating interest in sci-
ence among schoolchildren. COSCE 
pools the experience and human 
resources of the educational commit-
tees of its different scientific societies. 
This initiative comes from the need to 
include science as a fundamental ele-
ment of culture, which must be nur-
tured from childhood. A key goal is 
to bring the scientific community into 
contact with primary school teachers 
in an effort to redefine science edu-
cation. This is achieved by scientists 
visiting schools and helping to prepare 
new educational materials about sci-
ence specifically for young children.
Looking Long-Term
The current world economic crisis is a 
threat to science as short-sighted gov-
ernments may fall into the trap of rush-
ing to cut back on research funding. 
COSCE is committed to lobbying for a 
solid science and technology framework 
and a strong science education system. 
These two central pillars will help to reju-
venate the economy and to place Spain 
in a favorable position to exploit future 
opportunities that will arise once the cri-
sis subsides.
A major service that scientific societ-
ies can provide to the general public is to 
disseminate accurate information about 
research advances and scientific issues. 
To this end, the quarterly magazine 
published by the SEBBM has become 
a reference point for policy makers and 
educational authorities to learn about 
important scientific issues (Figure 3). 
This communication tool has proven of 
great value for addressing issues such 
as women in science, fraud and integrity 
in science, and intelligent design versus 
evolution.
Uniting learned societies into a cohe-
sive confederation such as COSCE may 
serve as a model for promoting science 
in developing countries. In fact, a similar 
organization, Consejo de Sociedades 
Científicas de Chile (The Council of Sci-
entific Societies of Chile), has been set up 
in Chile and has become a valuable plat-
form for promoting a scientific agenda. A 
further step forward would be the estab-
lishment of a confederation of European 
learned scientific societies, which would 
unite current European federations across 
diverse scientific disciplines. This would 
allow European scientists to speak with 
one voice and to continue the impetus 
that has led to the establishment of the 
European Research Council, a milestone 
in European science.
Figure 3. Communicating Science to 
Society
A quarterly magazine published by the Spanish 
Society of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology 
(SEBBM) enables policy makers, educational au-
thorities, and the general public to learn about 
important scientific issues. Photo courtesy of 
SEBBM.Cell 137, May 29, 2009 ©2009 Elsevier Inc. 795
